It's High Time for Some Equal-Opportunity Rock Music. 

by dana Stewart, 'o6 

Imagine. You're in a club, a bar, you're watching a band on television. They are 
four white boys (young men, I suppose) with longish hair, immaculately faded jeans, 
and dirty sneakers. One's got a drum set, one's got a bass, one's got a guitar (or 
perhaps a keyboard), and the one who's singing is usually at least playing chords on a 
guitar. What band is this? You wish it was The Beatles, but it's not. The name 
probably starts with "The". ..Strokes, Vines, Rapture, Hives, Darkness, Shins, Black 
Crowes, Goo Goo Dolls. ..ad infinitum. The only deviation on this monotonous sight 
may be the replacement of the lead male singer with a cute girl wearing an expensive 
and trendy outfit, complete with rock-star hair. Odds are, she was imported or 
auditioned to sing, and become the "face" of the band, someone cute the guys can 
stand behind in photo shoots. And, as she is usually only there because of her voice and 
the face it emerges from, she is generally not trusted with a guitar. Maybe a 
tambourine, but only if she can rock the Stevie Nicks look sufficiently... I am tired of 
every band like this thinking they are original. It seems to me that most of these bands 
are trying to achieve a sound that the Beatles already mastered almost 40 years ago. 
Most of the influential bands you'll find listed in books about the history of rock fit 
that paradigm, as well. The Beatles, of course, Led Zeppelin, Pink Floyd, The Ramones, 
The Rolling Stones, Nirvana. ..there's an uncanny commonality there. This is not to say I 
do not like many of the four thousand million bands that are made up of three or four 
white boys...Radiohead, oftentimes my favorite band, are exactly that (I also happen to 
believe in the revolutionary, spiritual, and restorative nature of Radiohead music, but 
that is its own essay). They and many others are doing quite original and excellent 
things with rock music, despite the fact that their structure and approach is utterly 
uninventive (here i'm mostly thinking of other favorites of mine like Death Cab for 
Cutie, Modest Mouse, Pavement and Built to Spill). 

Does anyone besides me think this is weird? That rock'n'roll, a good fifty years 
after its invention, is still generally accepted as strictly male form of expression? Rock 
(rraawk... stick your tongue out and make the little hand sign now), as it is popularly 
defined, is a boys-only club. Women rock musicians are seen as cute, condescended to 
with perjorative labels like "chick rock" or "girl music" (using this logic, one could term 
literally hundreds of popular bands "boy bands"). It is a virtual impossibility to form a 
band of all women and be considered anything other than 'chick rock' or constantly 
asked by reporters what their gender has to do with their music. It would be silly to 
ask men in bands what their identity as a male has to do with their music, first because 
one would have to ask just about every band around, and second because it is culturally 
understood that a rock star is a male, regardless of the sub-genre his band fits into. 
It is odd to me that, even at a bastion of liberal thought like Sarah Lawrence, the 



blatant patriarchal nature of rock music does not bother most people. It's probably 
true that the average SLC student is aware of a somewhat more diverse spectrum of 
music than the average American citizen, but the same basic disparities are still being 
ignored. Most music fans who have a collection made up of 70-90% male artists (a 
good number) are not sexists, they are just consuming what is available to them and 
keeping what they like; it's just a coincidence most of the time that women don't make 
the cut. They don't make the kind of music one is looking for, or they simply haven't 
liked the music they've heard from female rock bands. This is sad to me. It seems that 
there are certainly enough female rock fans to correct this imbalance in musicians, but 
it's not the case. As rocking is generally not a source of income for its practitioners, it is 
hard to galvanize a movement for equal representation in the field. But the ceiling in 
this instance is made out of the same kind of glass. ..only it's not really glass, it's a very 
dense layer of men. 1 

In the stone age days before second-wave feminism (basically everything pre- 
1980), it is lamentable but reasonable to assume that girls were not starting rock 
bands in their garages in any large numbers. This is because that would be a social 
impossibility in the days when women weren't even encouraged to educate 
themselves, much less bang on some drums or play with an electric guitar. But now, in 
our much more enlightened society, there is no excuse for the persistent gender 
inequities in rock music. I truly do not believe that 'boys are just better at it' or 'girls 
only like pretty music' are justifications for this disparity. Women, as all things, are 
only a social construction, and we tend to do what we have learned is right. Some 
might say that the hegemony of white male bands in rock music correlates to the 
prevalence and mastery of jazz and rap music by black males; it was just naturally the 
way things worked out, the inevitable result when a specific subcultural style is made 
mainstream. The problem with that logic is that, like jazz and hip hop, white males did 
not invent rock music. Why then, do they make up the vast majority of popular rock 
groups now (and pretty much ever since rock has really been popular)? Why are there 
such a scant few role models available in rock music for young people of any color, or 
female "rock stars" that exist as anything more than a semi-clothed-and-dancing- 
Barbie-doll for little girls? I believe that this is not due to some kind of inherent 
cultural taste difference, or an inbred gender/hormone aptitude discrepancy. I believe 
the domination of rock music by white males is both a product of a narrow-minded 
music industry and the inability of rock fans to expand their conceptions of who makes 
"good" rock music. The topic of race and rock music is, like Radiohead, entirely its own 
essay, and I will therefore not be addressing it here. It is certainly something to keep in 
mind when observing contemporary rock and roll. 

Recently a friend of mine walked by while I was sitting with my headphones on 
outside the Pub. When I took them off and could hear him, he asked me what I was 

1 see Inga Musico's Cunt, pg. 223; quote by Anne Jardim. 



listening to. "Aimee Mann," I told him. "You like a lot of music by women, ..women 
artists, don't you?" he asked. "Well, yeah. I guess I do." I held my tongue and didn't 
say, "Yeah, I'm sure you like a lot of music by men," in the interest of avoiding 
confrontation. But I could have. And it would have been true. I like a lot of different 
kinds of music, and I like a lot of male and female artists, of all kinds. It wouldn't make 
any sense for me to group my music into "male" and "female", as they both cross all 
genre lines. I wish women were not pigeonholed into a cultural identity before they 
are even allowed to play, solely because they are women. I wish Rolling Stone (or Spin, 
or god forbid, Blender) would put a woman on the cover with her clothes on. But 
most of all, I wish more women were asking these questions and demanding answers. 
Am I the only one? 



